In 1968 the Art Institute organized a major exhibition of pre-Hispanic gold with the Boston Museum of Fine Arts and the Virginia Museum. Because of the fine examples of Peruvian work that were part of the Gaffron collection and other examples of Middle American gold that had come to us over the years from various sources, our holdings were well represented and received overdue recognition. As often happens following a successful display of a specialized nature, the Art Institute has shown renewed interest in this area of collecting, and has since added a number of important examples to the collection. To the curator, two particularly interesting acquisitions were made, because they related directly to problems which had been introduced by the exhibition.
One of these is the crouching jaguar illustrated in fig. i . It is one of a scattered group, which at the time of the exhibition numbered five, and three were in the display.1 Two years later, when a sixth suddenly appeared on the New York art market, it was immediately called to our attention, and fortunately acquired. Besides its obvious sculptural quality, the jaguar represents a fascinating document from the standpoint of metal working techniques. In ancient Peru, the actual casting of gold occurred very rarely, perhaps owing to the scarcity of beeswax which was a necessary substance for the lost wax casting process. Instead, gold was shaped by the technique of annealing, whereby the metal was heated to a precise temperature which rendered it soft and malleable, but not molten. Shaping, bending, the application of repousse ornament and addition of inlay were then the techniques employed to create the finished piece. Much Peruvian gold is therefore flat and basically two dimensional, as pure sculpture was somewhat difficult to produce from annealed sheets.
Seven different pieces of gold were required to make the jaguar, to form the upper and lower body, the two ears, the tail and the two front paws. Each was carefully cut and hammered, soldered at the seams, and fitted into the body. The larger sections were probably hammered over a stone or wood matrix, and precise comparative measurements have recently been carried out on all six examples to determine whether or not the same form was used in each case, as we would suspect.2 Inlays of stone or turquoise adorned the eyes, and the two small holes at the tail and at the middle joint of each front leg held danglers. As each of the six jaguars is a separate unit, their function is not known, but perhaps they were burial objects of some kind. They are believed to be of the Vicus style from the far north coast of Peru, and were made dur- In order to fashion this extraordinary object, it was necessary to employ the technique of lost wax hollow core casting. First, a core made of a mixture of Veraguan smiths, and after the objects were removed from the mold, they were sometimes hammered cold to achieve a greater hardening of the metal. Because a relatively high proportion of copper was sometimes used in the gold alloys, another technique, known as mise en couleur was also employed to bring a purer form of gold to the surface of the object. Acid bearing leaves were rubbed over the casts, the juices of which corroded away the copper, but did not effect the gold. The creation of this pendant required the use of each of these techniques.
Although Panama and Peru are generally better known for their production of gold during the preHispanic period, great amounts were worked in Colombia as well, and all of the techniques of casting and hammering described above were skillfully employed. As few examples of Colombian gold currently belong to the Art Institute, it was significant that we were able to add a piece of Tairona work to the collections (fig. 4) 6 Dr. Peter Furst is currently carrying out research into this subject. I am indebted to him for allowing me to use this information.
